Over the breeding season, courtship feedings in pairs of common terns were estimated to range from 0 to over 150 and copulations from 0 to over 50 per pair, based on a daylength of 17 h. The numbers of both were negatively correlated with laying date, suggesting that late breeding was a consequence of poor-quality males unable to provision their females adequately. Although there was not usually a temporal link between courtship feedings and copulations, overall they were strongly correlated, suggesting that females copulate repeatedly with the same male to gain food. High food availability, as indicated by low tide, was associated with high levels of courtship feeding and few copulations, and vice versa, whereas we did not detect any pattern associated with the time of day. Three of 272 courtship feedings, and two of 76 copulation attempts, were extrapair. Only one of 34 broods contradicted the assumption that broods contained only true siblings, in accordance with the high levels of sexual fidelity observed.
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Among birds, social monogamy is predominant, that is, birds pair with a single partner and share breeding duties. However, mates often engage in extrapair copulations that eventually result in extrapair fertilizations (Birkhead & Møller 1992) . Opportunities for extrapair copulations may be limited by the proximity of conspecifics. Thus, colonial breeding and increasing nest density have been thought to favour extrapair copulations (Møller & Birkhead 1993 ) and, to a lesser extent, extrapair fertilizations (Westneat & Sherman 1997; Møller & Ninni 1998) . To increase certainty of paternity, males can adopt two main strategies: mate guarding, where males follow their partners and try to prevent extrapair copulations of their mates during the fertile period, and frequent copulations, to increase the chances of fertilization in case the male is being cuckolded (Birkhead & Møller 1992 , 1998 . In the latter case, however, it is not clear why females should comply (Hunter et al. 1992 ).
The frequent copulation strategy is expected to be of particular importance when males cannot guard females during their fertile period, as in those colonial species where males courtship feed females and feeding grounds are not near the nest. Courtship feedings are thought to be important for mate assessment and pair bonding and to be an important contribution by males to the food females need to form a clutch (e.g. Nisbet 1977; Tasker & Mills 1981; Birkhead & del Nevo 1987; Wendeln 1997; Moore et al. 2000) . Courtship feeding frequency peaks during the period of greatest energy demand for females to form the eggs, so males forage for long periods while females spend most of the time near the future nest site defending the territory. Thus, the coincidence of egg formation period with the females' fertile period creates opportunities for cuckoldry, since males are unable to guard their mates.
Whereas the fitness advantage of extrapair fertilizations for males is obvious, in terms of increased number of offspring at a low cost, for females the reasons for seeking extrapair copulations may include: (1) indirect fitness benefits through better genes; and (2) direct material benefits such as acquisition of food through extrapair courtship feedings (e.g. Westneat et al. 1990; Møller 1998) . Genetic benefits are thought to be the main reason for extrapair copulations among socially monogamous
